Baltimore water task force clears last hurdle

Despite concerns, bill to form
group heads to Moore’s desk

By Christine Condon

A task force that could chart the future
governance of the Baltimore-area’s water
and sewer system is likely to convene in the
coming months, following approval by the
General Assembly.

Gov. Wes Moore plans to sign the bill
creating the task force, a spokesman said.

The bill moved virtually unchanged
through the legislature, though not with-
out criticism. Labor unions and ratepayer
advocacy groups joined together to ask for
a package of amendments that would have
guaranteed them seats on the task force, set
requirements for public participation, and
mandated study of the economic and racial
equity impacts of changes in water system
governance.

Those amendments were never taken up.

Sen. Mary Washington, a Democrat who
represents Baltimore City and County, added
an amendment stating their intention for the
water system to remain a public asset, amid
concerns that the task force could recom-
mend it be privatized.

It was approved by her committee and
on the Senate floor, but she later withdrew
it after an April 3 letter to legislators from
Baltimore Mayor Brandon Scott and Balti-
more County Executive Johnny Olszewski
Jr., who affirmed that they don’t intend for
the system to be privatized. They added that
they understand the importance of includ-
ing labor unions and low-income water
customers, but said they didn’t want to see
“any further amendment” to the bill.

Washington said she felt that the letter
clarified the legislature’s intent without the
need for amending the bill. She said she also
convened a meeting between the advocates
and politicians to discuss the matter.

“The letter is a first step toward assuring
that both the advocates, as well as labor and
other stakeholders, have evidence of the
intent,” Washington said.

Mary Grant, the Public Water for All
campaign director at Food and Water
Watch, said that the groups that proposed
the amendments faced an uphill battle: The
task force had been “tightly negotiated”
between the city and county before the bill
was introduced in the legislature.

There seemed to be concern that tacking
on amendments would muck that agree-
ment up, Grant said.

Scott will name five members to the task
force, Olszewski three and Moore two. The
Senate president and House speaker will
each nominate a member of their cham-
bers, and Howard County Executive Calvin
Ball (in his capacity as chair of the Balti-
more Metropolitan Council) will name one
person to represent his county, Anne Arun-
del, Carroll and Harford. All the nominators
are Democrats.

Task force members won’t be paid, though
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they can be reimbursed for travel, and there
will be staff members allocated to help the
group.

“Our philosophy was not putting our
thumb on the scale in terms of either
membership or conclusions,” Olszewski said
in aninterview during the legislative session.
“We wanted to make sure that we could have
a diverse, thoughtful group of individuals
on the group to be flexible, and then move
thoroughly but quickly to recommending
the best path forward for the region.”

Olszewski said there will be “ample
opportunity” for advocates without a voice
on the task force to provide input. But they
will not be able to vote on the task force’s
recommendation to the legislature.

Regardless, some advocates said the reluc-
tance to accept changes to the bill doesn’t
inspire confidence.

“What we’ve seen is that when regional-
ization goes wrong, it’s because the publicis
cut out,” Grant said.

Her group and others have cited Detroit
as an illustrative example. That city’s water
system was sold to a regional water author-
ity amid historic bankruptcy proceedings,
drawing ire from resident groups concerned
that majority-Black Detroit had its assets
taken by majority-white surrounding
suburbs, perhaps for an unfair price.

There also is the worry that the Baltimore
task force, which is required to produce a
recommendation for the water system’s
future for the legislature by the end of Janu-
ary, will be rushed.

Senate President Bill Ferguson, who
supported the bill upon its introduction, said
there’s a sense of urgency to figure out why
Baltimore struggles to maintain its infra-
structure, including its wastewater treat-

ment plants, using the task force.

“This is something that we can’t afford to
wait on for many reasons, and the challenges
are not obvious,” he said. “Someone said it’s
aboutalack of certified operators. Is it reten-
tion? Recruitment? Is it the physical plant
itself? Is it the infrastructure? So there are a
lot of core questions and we don’t have time
to wait”

If the work group were to face delays in
making its recommendation, the legislature
could modify the law to give it more time,
he added.

The bill arose in the wake of recent
high-profile incidents with Baltimore’s
water and wastewater infrastructure: a
wastewater treatment plant deemed on the
brink of collapse; E coli contamination in
West Baltimore water pipes.

But the bill also was the culmination of
years of discussions between the city and
the county about operations challenges.
Problems with customer billing and aging
infrastructure were frequent points of
contention.

The city owns and operates most of the
infrastructure that serves its own residents
and those of the now much larger county.
Other surrounding counties, such as Anne
Arundel and Howard, use the city system,
butto alesser extent.

In 2021, a study jointly commissioned by
Baltimore City and County recommended
increased cooperation on water and sewer,
and suggested possible models to follow,
including regional water authorities, that
would give the other counties a seat at
the table when it comes to the network of
reservoirs, treatment plants and pumping
stations currently owned and operated by
the city.



